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Abstract:
Human-induced climate change raises foundational issues in science. It requires us to question what we know and how we know it. Of course, the existence and the scale of the threat has robust foundations but understanding the details of that threat raises fundamental challenges; challenges that are as deep and as fascinating as any in the realm of scientific enquiry. So how can we judge what information is reliable and actionable in wider society, and how can we separate it from what is open to question? 
My talk will touch on the maths of complexity, the physics of climate, philosophical questions regarding the origins and robustness of knowledge, and the use of natural science in the economics and policy of climate change. I will argue that to support society in building a future that is better than it would otherwise be, there is an urgent need to rethink how we approach the science - and the social science - of climate change.
As one focus, the consequences of climate change are often conceptualised in terms of the changing risks of disasters, or as reductions in future economic output. When understood in these terms, it is all too easy to believe that one might “get lucky”—that the floods won’t affect those of us who don’t live by the waterfront, and that the heatwaves won’t affect the salaries or job security of those of us who go to work in air conditioned offices. The consequences of climate change, serious though they may be, seem far away. Contrary to this perspective, we argue that changing risk profiles, even marginal or distant changes, are likely to strain the underlying fabric of societies, and thus have profound consequences for everyone. Even for individuals who are relatively insulated from the direct physical consequences of climate change, it may well be that there is little chance of “getting lucky.” This has important implications for how we perceive and assess the benefits of climate action. We therefore call for greater efforts to understand the system-wide social consequences of increasing disaster risks.




